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Abstract

In this paper we are going to explore Saussuraertbs of the sign: that concepts and
labels are essentially arbitrary, but are linkedoton signs; that the value of signs comes
from other signs in the language system; and tbhatpeakers, signs appear a natural and
transparent way of representing reality. The S#fierf Hypothesis states that cultures
have different values and their language usagdsctetheir different perceptions of
reality (Linguistic Relativity Hypothesis). It alsetates that continuous usage of a
particular language reinforces the perceptions @edan the language so they become
firmly entrenched and difficult to question. Howeyvas our understanding that language
can manipulate and direct our perceptions increasetoo does our ability to challenge
usages and the perspectives behind them. So, reexmlore the relationship between
experience, perception and languadput first of all we define language as a systédm o
representatiorand then we will consider the extent to which forms our thoughts and

analytical processes.

Keywords: Language; Thought; Representation; Sapir-Whorf Hypsis, Langue and

Parole; Saussure’s theories of the sign.

1- Introduction
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Language and thought are central to the study ghitge psychology and, some would
argue, are defining aspects of humanity. Therenamay ways of describing cognitive

psychology, but Solso (1998) defines it as 'thergdic study of the thinking mind' (p.2).

Cognitive psychology therefore covers a wide vgriet areas of research including
perception, attention, memory, language and thouglnguage is used both to
communicate with others and do monitor our intethalights, or, as Harley (2001, p.1)
notes, 'in some form or another it so dominatessmgial and cognitive activity that it

would be difficult to imagine what life would be tout it'. Many people regard the
ability to use language and rational thought agjugly human qualities and believe it is
these abilities that distinguish humans from ottw@imals. For example Harley (2001,
p.1) considers language to be 'an essential pasthaf it means to be human, and it is
partly what sets us apart from other animals'. Byi Garnham and Oakhill (1994,

p.16) suggest 'the nature and complexity of ouughd processes .... Appear to set
people apart from other animals'. Considering trief introduction on language and
thought, we explore what is the relationship betwebese two concepts and

representation. Consider the following extractmsxample:

Out of the right fob hung a great silver chain, with a wonderful kind
of engine at the bottom...which appeared to be a globe, half silver,
and half of some transparent metal: for on the transparent side we
saw certain strange figures circularly drawn, and thought we could
touch them, till we found our fingers stopped by that lucid
substance. He put this engine to our ears, which made an
incessant noise like that of a water-mill and we conjecture it is...the
god that he worships...because he assures us...that he seldom did
any thing without consulting it...

(Swift, 1726 [1994]: 28)
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On first readingGulliver's Travels,this extract seemed puzzling to us. Why were the
Lilliputians describing everyday objects in suckti@nge manner? Surely they must have
known what a watch was and would have had a wardt?oWe find that cultures are
different from one another and what is perceivedraary in one (like a watch) is not
necessarily understood in the same way in a diftezelture. This extract also illustrates
that these differences of experience and perceptiay be encoded in language (by the

nonexistence of the wosgdatchin the language of the Lilliputians, in this instajh

2- Saussure’s Theories of the Sign

It is common to think of language as a way of déswog and giving information about
the world around us. If you own a wristwatch, yancall it awatchand be sure that
other speakers of English will know you are refegrio the gadget on your wrist. There
appears to be a transparent relationship betwesmwird watch and the object, your
watch. In this chapter we are going to probe thatiomship between words and what
they represent more closely, and consider the waygich the language we use might
affect the way we think. To complicate things, huoer we aren’t going to talk about
objects but about concepts. By concept we meapedhmeption you have in your mind of
something. This might be the idea of your watchtheridea of a tree which you can call
into your head while sitting in an enclosed room,your idea of something which
doesn’t exist in a concrete form: a unicorn, toraaror frustration. We have to assume,
for the purposes of discussing theories about lagguthat we can’t actually ‘get at’
reality, but only at the way you interpret your ses and form a concept in your head as a

result. This concept, we will be arguing, is aféettby the language that is available to
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you. To complicate things still further, we aregting to talk about ‘words’. This is
because we want to make a clear distinction betwleenvritten form or sounds we use
to represent a concept (which we will call a lalzelyl the concept itself. The ideas we are
presenting in Figure are a partial summary of those held by Ferdinanddessure
(1857-1913), who formulated theories on (i) theaidélanguage as a system and (ii) the

nature of the linguistic sign.

2-1 Langue and Parole
Saussure proposed a theory of language which asstiraeby the time we are mature,
we all have a perfect and complete template olanguage in our heads, and he referred

to this template asengue Langueis:

Our innate knowledge of the systematic correspondences
between sound and meaning that make up our language
(including the knowledge of what utterances are possible
in our language, and what utterances are not).

4 ﬂ lobel
)
QDC) (sound/letter combination)

Free

w-a-t-c-h

Figure 1 Words represent labels and concepts
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Source: (Anderson, 1988:24)

For example, if you are an English speaker, younkttwat the sound/letter combination
tree is possible in your language, but thatg is not. You also know thatree has a
meaning for English speakers, but tkagdoes not. Howevexng is meaningful in one
of the Bantu languages, where it means ‘to run’uryimstinctive understanding of the
meaningfulness ofree is the same as a Bantu speaker’'s understandinggfYour
innate knowledge of your native language extendsiwt this level. For example, you
also know that your language allows certain stmest@nd excludes others. As an English
speaker, you belong to a glolsgleech communityhich consists of all the people in the
world who understand English, and have a templataow it works in their heads.
Consequently, you know that

1) | planted a tree yesterday

and

2) Alex the tree pinched me as | went past

are grammatical sentences in English (even if dw®rsd one is unlikely in the world as
we know it) but that

3) a | yesterday tree planted

is not a grammatical English sentence. We shouttl legte that it can be difficult to
decide exactly where a speech community beginseandd. For example, if you are an
English speaker from Dallas, Texas, you will prdpaise language in ways similar to
other inhabitants of Dallas, while differing in youse of English in significant ways

from an English speaker from Calcutta, India, onfrNorfolk, England. In this way we
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can say that there are smaller speech communittegwthe larger global one. langue

is the perfect knowledge of a language that we ha\air heads, in practice, according
to Saussure, we sometimes deviate from this temtarole refers to the way in which
we actually use language, including the errors weaken when confused, or
mispronunciations because we tried to talk with awuths full. If someone were
staggering home drunk one night and stumbled inteeg they might say something like:
tha’ bloody shree hit me!

Now, yourlanguetells you that the tree couldn’t possibly haveyiti, and also that the
typical pronunciation is noshree However, inebriation can distort pronunciatiordan
perceptions. Thus, the way in which language isl usethis occasion (thearole) does
not reflect what a member of the community of Estglspeakers knows about the label

treeand what is represented by it (laegue.

2-2 The Linguistic Sign

Langue,as was explained above, is the term used to desitrébinnate knowledge of the
systematic pairings of labels and meanings whichfa language. Saussure’s theory is
that these pairings produce a systensighs.Each sign has two parts to itsmnifier,
which we have been calling a ‘label’, andignified, which is what we have called a
‘concept. The actual sign is not one or both of these ehgspe¢he sign is the association
that binds them together (see Figure 2). Sausgatessthat, once the correspondence
between the signifier and signified has been estadd, it tends to appear natural and

indivisible to speakers of that language:
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Just as it is impossible to take a pair of scissors and cut one
side of paper without at the same time cutting the other, so it
is impossible in a language to separate sound from thought,
or thought from sound.

% o

Signibier
{label)
|vounds/ lethers)

Figure2 Signs are made of signifiers and signifieds
Source: (Saussure, in Harris, 1988:29)

If we accept this theory, it has very important segquences. Amongst other things, it
implies that the way we use language can affectwhg we think, because of the
indivisible link between our concept of somethingldahe language we use to represent
it. In other words, language affects our perceptbreality. However, although the link
between the label (signifier) and the concept in minds (signified) can seem natural,
obvious, and indivisible to us as speakers of ldmaguage, this is in fact far from being
the case. If there were really an unbreakable lhiekveen the sounds/letterstofe and
the concept of a tree which you have in your hédaeh people all over the world would

also have to useeefor their concepts of leafy, bark-covered objeCiearly they don't;
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French people, for example, call the same conadpt, while Germans call iBaum
Although for English speakers there is a very girtink betweentree and what we
perceive to be a tree, for speakers of other lagegjathe link will be equally strong
between their perception of the object and theiqdar sounds/ letters they use for
referring to it. Saussure referred to this phenameass thearbitrariness of the sigrby
which he meant that there is no reason why we czllta tree ararbre or, for that
matter, arostrichor anumbrella There is actually a pun here for some Englistakges.
The French and English wordsbre andtree combined produce the wosatbitrary (for
those who pronounce arbitree); reminding us that there is no reason why angthie
name should not have a different name, as it piglades in a different language. If all
the members of the English speech community agiestdfrom now on that all objects
with leaves and bark should be calledtriches, there would be no reason why

communication shouldn’t continue to work perfectigil.

2-3 The Arbitrary Division of Reality

Saussure also argued that what is treated as eat®gancept in a language, worthy of
its own letter/sound combination, is also arbitradyfferent languages cut up reality in
different ways’ (Andersen, 1988:27). For example& egould investigate two different
languages and find that Language A uses threereliffevords to refer tetill water, rain
andfloodwater,but that Language B only has one word which is deeall three kinds
of water. Language B might, on the other hand, hawword for sandstorm,unlike

Language A. The reason behind such a differencétrligin the ways in which the two
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communities live. Speakers of Language A might hglto a settled community in a
fertile valley which experiences water in variowsniis, while speakers of Language B
might be desert nomads, who have no need to dissihgoetween different types of
water but for whom sandstorms are common. Anotbpeet of Saussure’s theory is his
claim that signs depend on one another for theammg. Take the example of Language
B above. If the circumstances of the speakers ofjuage B changed, they might find
that it would be useful to distinguish rain fromhet kinds of water and adopt the word
from Language A (in the same way that English aglbpihe word/oghurtfrom Turkish).
The consequence would be that the original wordl dsewater in Language B would
have to shift slightly in meaning, because it wontdlonger include the concept of rain
water, since this now has its own sign.

The idea that signs depend on one another for thegning, and that by adding a sign, or
by removing one, the others have to shift their meg is an important one. To
summarize Saussure’s theories, he proposed thalivide up the world into arbitrary
concepts, and we assign arbitrary labels (soumellebombinations) to those concepts.
The union of concept and label he called a signakgied that signs depend for their
value on the other signs in the language systeey: ‘#hift around’ to make room for one
another. For native speakers, it is very hard togee the division between the label and
the concept; despite the arbitrariness, we perdéiee as ‘natural’ and the arbitrariness
is invisible to us. We perceive language as a parent tool for talking about reality.
This is what, we shall argue, makes it possibleldmiguage to have such a powerful

effect on our perception of reality.



s

MJAL1:6 November 2009 ISSN 098441
Is there any relationship between Language, Thougimd Representation?
1. Iman Tohidian and 2. Ezatollah Tohidian

3- The SapirWhorf Hypothesis

While Saussure was interested in language as ansysther scholars were interested in
the linguistic and philosophical differences betwewiltures, and the impact language
has on our perception of reality. The work of aoffmiogist, Edward Sapir (1884—-1939),
and his student, Benjamin Lee Whorf (1897-1941jhis area has come to be known as
the Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis. It has two pattse theory of linguistic relativitand the
theory of linguistic determinisnThe theory of linguistic relativity states thatferent
cultures interpret the world in different ways, ahédt languages encode these differences
(this corresponds to Saussure’s theory that weddivip the world in arbitrary ways).
Some cultures will perceive all water as beingdhme, while others will see important
differences between different kinds of water (sashrain, flood water and still water, as
we saw in the example above). The difference ircggaion will be apparent in the
languages, because speakers have to articulatevapethey see the world, and will
develop differences in their languages accordinghe termrelativity refers to the idea
that there is no absolute or ‘natural’ way to latbel world. We label the world according
to our perception of it and that perception istreda it varies from culture to culture.

The Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis also incorporates amotheory, the theory of linguistic
determinism. This states that not only does oucegmion of the world influence our
language, but that the language we use profourftidgta how we think. Language can
be said to provide a framework for our thoughts, aedording to the theory of linguistic

determinism, it is very difficult to think outsidéat framework. Sapir stated that: ‘We
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see and hear and otherwise experience very laagelye do because the language habits
of our community predispose certain choices of rpretation’ (quoted in Lucy,
1992:22). Once a linguistic system is in placepating to this theory, it influences the
way in which members of that speech community &dkut and interpret their world.
One of Whorf's most famous explorations of lingigistrelativity and linguistic
determinism is his 1939 paper ‘The Relation of Hadi Thought and Behavior to
Language’ (reprinted in Carroll, 1956:134-59). Whdbcused particularly on
grammatical features, including thensesof verbs which might be thought of as the
‘unnoticed “background” to speakers’ thinking abdol world’ (Cameron, 1992:136).
Whorf compared the Hopi language, an indigenouguage in the south of the United
States, with a group of languages he referred t8tasdard Average European (SAE)
which included English, French, German and othé&ted European languages. As a
result of his research, he claimed that ‘the gramofaHopi bore a relation to Hopi
culture, and the grammar of European tongues tmwr Western or European culture’
(in Carroll, 1956:138). One of the linguistic diémces that Whorf highlighted in his
Hopi-SAE comparison was ways of talking about cpitgesuch as time and space.
European languages distinguish between physicalahsttact entities?hysical entities
are anything we experience through sensory fasuttiech as sight and touch. They have
substance and exist in what we perceive to be firaensional spacébstract entities,
on the other hand, are not tangible: they do ne¢ lsabstance and space in the sense that
physical matter has them. In European cultures,seem to treat our experience of

physical matter as primary and use it to shapewhgs we think and talk about the
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abstract. We objectify the abstract by talking d@bioun physical terms. Therefore an
abstract concept such as an argument can be tabl@d as if it were a physical entity;
we ‘put’ an argument or point of view, we ‘move abdte forward’, ‘grasp’ a point or
‘squash’ a suggestion. We frequently talk aboutrabsons in terms that bestow them
with substance and space, as sometimes demonstrgtede physical gestures that
accompany or even replace expressions such aswiatt right over my head’. Hopi
does not represent abstract concepts using physie@phorsn the same way, and this
can be demonstrated from the way it is possibkaltoabout time in Hopi. According to
Whorf, all people have an awareness of time, ‘ti&@dsense of becoming later and later’
(in Carroll, 1956:139). In European languages, e mark our verbs to indicate whether

we are talking about the present, the past or tierd, as shown in the following

examples:
Past Mow Fature
Pronoun Verb Pronoun Verb
Future He will eat She will walk
Present He has She walks
Past He had She walked

The use of this system could be said to reflect mmdforce our belief that time is

basically ordered into three separate periods.uspthe past is over and done with (and
is therefore at the most consigned to memory),pifesent is happening now, and the
future is yet to be and can only be imagined. Gnwhole therefore, SAE cultures seem

to have interpreted and linguistically representexlabstract concept of time in physical
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terms, as something that can be divided into diecumits that progress in a linear
fashion. We can draw time as a line that starthénpast, passes though ‘now’ and goes
into the future: This is not the case in Hopi. Exkaugh the Hopi too have a sense of
time as a ‘becoming later and later’, they viewpssage as a duration of stages rather
than as a row of discrete units. Thinking of thenlan cycle may make this clearer. The
human life cycle can be said to start at one stsaggethe embryonic, and then progress
through to different phases such as baby, infaragolescent, adolescent, young adult
and mature adult. Each of these stages can beantass clearly defined but they are not
really discrete, because each flows into the oveeach point, the individual is still the
same person, even though aspects of their appeaert certain characteristics may
have changed.

The Hopi conceive of the passage of time in mu@shme way. Thus an expression
such agen dayswhich reflects a belief that each day is a differmtity, is not possible

in Hopi, where ‘the return of the day is felt as tleturn of the same person, a little older
but with all the impresses of yesterday (Whorf,Garroll, 1956:151). This concept of
time explains why Hopi verbs have no tenses likes¢hin European languages. Whorf
gives no examples, but states that the verbs ihsteaote ‘different degrees of duration’
(ibid.: 144). Thus, SAE languages and the Hopi legg differ in certain fundamental
aspects, a development that seems to stem esheintial different worldviews. The two
types of culture have evolved in different circuamstes and with different influences,
and so it should come as no surprise that theieremqces of ‘reality’ have diverged. It is

also unsurprising that each worldview would haviermed other aspects of culture in
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addition to the linguistic, sincdlanguage, culture and behavior...have grown up
together, constantly influencing each oth@vhorf, in Carroll, 1956:156).

Whorf states that European cultures are preoccupigh time-keeping; we wear
watches, keep calendars, take a great deal oksiter historical chronology and worry
about ‘saving’, ‘wasting’ and ‘running out of’ timé&he Hopi on the other hand are very
different in their outlook. Their understanding tohe as a duration means that certain
cultural elements that SAE speakers perceive asngsk are, to them, irrelevant.
Speakers of European languages like keeping re@sds means of preserving the past
before it disappears. However, this is not impdrtéor the Hopi people because
‘everything that ever happened still is, but in ecessarily different form’ (Whorf, in
Carroll, 1956: 153). Sapir claimed that once ‘theguage habits of the group’ have been
fixed, its speakers are at their ‘mercy’ (Sapiflircy, 1992:22), which suggests that we
are passive victims of our language. However, lal actual Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis
states is that perceptions are encoded in langsiiems and can be reinforced through
constant and unquestioned usg their speakers. As Cameron (1992:136) points out
Sapir himself stated that as our awareness gravespiust learn to fight the implications

of language’, that is, to question our languagetaedvay we use it.

4- One Language Represents Many Worlds
The most effective way of illustrating the creatimmd acceptance of distinct realities by
speakers of one language is to look at exampleghefe it can and actually does occur.

One area where the process can be observed i$ tetisnology. Take for example a
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racist term such aPaki' Assume that you were born into a community whete al
Asians! regardless of where they were born or what langtiagge spoke, were referred
to by this term. You would probably hear it in uéileces where this group were being
vilified, so you would form a negative stereotypar (perception: the signified, in
Saussure’s terms) of such people, and the taki would be its signifier. When you
heard the word being used, and when you startedeat yourself, you wouldn’t stop to
think, ‘now, what's the concept behind that wordB&cause the word is a complete
linguistic sign: the thought and the term are ond the same. Furthermore, sireaki
would be the only word available to you and youmaoaunity to talk about Asians, it is
the only one you would use, and every time you(didst likely in a denigrating way),
you would reinforce the negative thoughts behindliterefore, because your language
only gave you that one linguistic sign to denotéaAs, you would always think of them
in terms of it. In addition, because you were rmtsciously aware th&aki arose from
your group’s negative experiences and consequewep#ons of Asians, and because
you never heard of them being talked of in any othay, you would believe that the
negative meaning dPakiis objective, factual truth. Another example cansben in the
language of the nuclear arms industry. A.M.Karpfjting in The Guardianon 20
October 1988, calls this languageukespeak; which she defines as ‘a specialized

vocabulary which isn’t neutral. but ideologically loaded in favor of the nucleaitare’.

1 In the UK the term ‘Asian’ is used to refer to peopvhose ethnic background is from the Indian

subcontinent: e.g. India, Bangladesh, PakistarthénUS this term is used more extensively to inelud
people whose ethnic background is from a wider tgguiycal area incorporating, for example, China,
Indonesia, Japan, Korea, VietnaRakiis a racist abuse term in the UK directed at anywhese ethnic
background appears to be from the Indian subcamtine
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This means that this discoursethe result of, and promotes, an ideoldlygt nuclear
armaments are not frightening or dangerous butflésleand harmless. This discourse is
created in a variety of ways. Nuclear weapons avenglabels that have positive
connotationgsuch ascruise), that are opaque (such BHBRV: an acronym for Multiple
Independently Targeted Re-entry Vehicle) or havehiogl and majestic connotations
(Polaris, Poseidon, TitanSome labels carry connotations of innocence onlegsness.
The Hiroshima bomb, for example, was callettle Boy and the neutron bomb was
nicknamedcookie cutter Such terminology is insidious because the apipdiceof labels
with positive and/or harmless connotations makesh ghings seem normal and less
scary. Continued use of such labels, combined witteliberate elimination of any that
suggest unpleasantness, danger or death (Karpfspoirt that ‘Nukespeak’ avoids all
mention of death), makes it difficult to talk abdbe nuclear industry in anything other
than positive terms. To illustrate this, Karpf sittmerican researcher Carol Cohn, who
explored the development of American nuclear sjfateand their implementation at an
American University Center for Defense Technolo@y. carry out her research, Cohn
adopted ‘Nukespeak’ but found that ‘the better bBheame at using this discourse, the
more impossible it became for her to express her ideas and values.” Cohn statdse
more conversations | participated in, the lessHtened | was of nuclear war. How can
learning a language have such a powerful effect?codld not use the language to
express my concerns, because it was conceptuafigsisible. This language does not
allow certain questions to be asked, certain valtesbe expressedNukespeak’,

therefore, makes the world of nuclear warfare ssaf@ and familiar. Its exclusive use in
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some settings reinforces a positive attitude tdeaugperception and makes it difficult to
entertain any other: ‘if we do learn and speakvé, not only severely limit what we can
say, but we also invite the transformation...of ouwnothinking’ (Cohn). Such
transformation is worrying because it is not coogsj we are not always aware that our
worldviews are being manipulated or directed. Wey mecept usages such as those of
‘Nukespeak’ (which, for example, gain widespreadrency through use by the media)
because like Cohn, we are forced to: ‘she fountleen she spoke English rather than
[Nukespeak], the men responded to her as if she igaprant’ (Karpf). Once acceptance
of such discourse occurs, it can become what weidericommon sensejr ‘truth’, and
therefore remain unchallenged. However, as Cohrodstrates by voicing her concerns,
we do not have to be totally passive recipientthefideas encoded in our language; we

can and do question and contest them as our avearenéhe issues involved grows.

5- Conclusion

In this paper we presented Saussure’s theorieBeosign: that concepts and labels are
essentially arbitrary, but are linked to form sigtisat the value of signs comes from
other signs in the language system; and that, éaksrs, signs appear a natural and
transparent way of representing reality. The S#fierf-Hypothesis states that cultures
have different values and their language usagdsctetheir different perceptions of
reality (the theory of linguistic relativity). Itlgo states that continuous usage of a
particular language, or a discourse within thatglemge, reinforces the perceptions

encoded in the language so they become firmly ecdtrd and difficult to question.
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However, as our understanding that language (iresgmting certain hidden ideologies)
can manipulate and direct our perceptions increasetoo does our ability to challenge
usages and the perspectives behind them.
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